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Abstract

In the era of the digital revolution, the use of social networks has become an integral part
of the daily lives of billions of people. TikTok is one of the most popular and fastest-
growing social platforms in the world, whose appeal lies in digital entertainment through
creating, sharing, or following short videos. The platform features a powerful algorithm
that personalizes content for users, creating an engaging and compelling experience. As
a result, TikTok has become a central space for young people, serving both educational
and entertainment purposes, but also as a source of viral challenges — a powerful way
to engage users. These challenges can be fun, educational, and creative, but they can
also pose risks to safety and health, and can negatively impact participants’ emotional
and psychological well-being. These trends spread quickly due to the platform’s
algorithms and active promotion via the “For You Page,” making them difficult for users
to avoid. Young people’s participation in such challenges has become a societal concern
requiring a multidimensional approach to address it. The most important tool in
combating TikTok’s challenges is media education — equipping young people with the
skills to understand the digital space, detect risks from dangerous trends, strengthen
digital ethics, and increase awareness of safe platform use. This study offers approaches
and solutions for helping young people address the challenges of TikTok, based on
survey questionnaires and interviews with students aged 10 to 15. The findings reveal a
clear need for increased integration of media education in schools, with a focus on
teaching safe social media use.
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Introduction

In modern digital society, social networks are among the most influential platforms for
information, communication, and self-expression. They are an inseparable part of the
daily lives of millions worldwide, enabling quick and easy exchange of ideas, opinions,
and content. Social networks are a powerful tool with global influence, driving social
change and transforming the way we function as individuals and communities.

With the advancement of technologies such as artificial intelligence, recommendation
algorithms, and mobile connectivity, the influence of social networks has become deeper
and more complex. They not only shape our behavior and perception of reality but also
play a significant role in shaping attitudes, values, and identities — especially among
younger generations. Therefore, analyzing their role and impact represents a key
challenge for contemporary science, education, and social responsibility. One of the
fastest-growing and most influential platforms today is TikTok, which in a short time has
become the most popular in the world, especially among young people. Owned by the
Beijing-based company ByteDance, TikTok launched its preliminary version in 2016,
followed by an international version in 2018. The platform enables users to watch and
share short, dynamic videos with easy editing options, fostering creativity, self-
promotion, and interactivity.

For young people, the motivation to use TikTok includes following entertaining, musical,
and humorous content, creating their own videos, following friends, influencers, and
celebrities, and staying informed about current topics. The way TikTok works — through
its “For You Page” algorithm — ensures that each user receives personalized content
based on their interests and previous interactions. This results in high levels of
engagement, but also digital dependency and exposure to potentially harmful content.
Of particular concern are so-called “challenges” — short video tasks or activities that
quickly go viral, create a sense of belonging, but sometimes lead to unsafe or risky
behaviors in an effort to gain attention, “likes,” or acceptance in the virtual community.
Participation in such dangerous trends often leads to privacy issues, as well as harm to
physical and mental health.

In this context, media literacy becomes a crucial tool for critically understanding,
evaluating, and responsibly using media content. Developing skills to recognize
manipulative techniques, practice ethical communication, and engage in safe digital
behavior is essential for protection and self-advocacy in the digital space. The aim of this
paper is to examine the habits of young people aged 10-15 in using TikTok, analyze their
responses to the challenges they encounter, and explore the role of media literacy in
addressing the specific risks associated with this platform. The research also offers
recommendations for educational practices that would foster critical awareness and
responsibility in using TikTok and similar platforms.
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Through a literature review, data analysis, and statistical and graphical presentation of
results, this study seeks to establish the relationship between media literacy and young
people’s ability to recognize and respond appropriately to the risks they face when using
TikTok.

In addition, the paper aims to answer how much young people believe that family and
school, through their educational content, influence their habits toward safer use of
social networks. By analyzing all these aspects, this research helps reveal the real digital
habits and challenges young people face, as well as the need for integrating media
education. The findings and conclusions of this study are expected to be useful in
designing systemic, educational, and technological policies for responsible, safe, and
ethical navigation of young people in the digital world.

Literature Review

In today’s modern digital society, social networks are an inseparable part of everyday
life. They are multifunctional platforms primarily used as communication tools, playing
a key role in the dissemination of information, serving as spaces for self-expression and
creativity, and being utilized for education, business, and marketing purposes, as well as
for mobilizing the public around specific social issues.

According to Statista (2023), more than 4.9 billion people worldwide use social networks,
a significant portion of whom are young people aged 13 to 24. The power of social
networks lies in their interactivity and the speed with which information spreads,
meaning a single piece of content can quickly go viral and receive millions of views. For
younger generations, who are the most digitally active, these platforms are not only
channels for communication and information but also tools for expressing their
identities and following global trends. As one youth and digital culture expert states in
her research:

“Social networks not only reflect teenage life — they shape it”
(Twenge, J. M., 2017)

One of the most influential and fastest-growing social networks of the past decade, which
has achieved explosive popularity among young people, is TikTok. The number of active
users on this platform has been steadily increasing. According to eMarketer data:

e January 2018 - 55 million users
e December 2018 - 271 million users
e December 2019 - 508 million users

e July 2020 - 689 million users
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e September 2021 - 1 billion users

e May 2024 - 1.04 billion active users

Developed by the Chinese company ByteDance in 2016 under its original name “Douyin,”
TikTok merged with the Musical.ly app in 2018, after which it began expanding rapidly
and dominating the media space. It operates through short videos ranging from 15
seconds to 10 minutes, which can be easily edited, enhanced with music, effects, and
interactive features. The TikTok algorithm is designed to deliver content based on
previous user interactions, resulting in high personalization and significant user
engagement.

According to Montagnese et al. (2021), this algorithm is also responsible for creating
digital dependency and exposing users — particularly young ones — to content that is
not always appropriate. Especially concerning are TikTok “challenges” — short tasks or
activities that spread quickly and encourage mass participation. Some of these
challenges can be hazardous to health, such as:

« Blackout Challenge - choking until loss of consciousness

o Milk Crate Challenge - climbing unstable milk crates, often leading to severe
injuries

o Car Surfing Challenge - riding on top of moving vehicles, often without safety
measures

o Cinnamon Challenge - eating a spoonful of cinnamon without water
e Superman Challenge - imitating Superman’s flight on unsafe surfaces

These challenges encourage imitative behavior among young people and create the false
impression that the activity is fun and safe, without assessing the risk of injury or the
consequences of such viral behavior.

The first academic analyses of TikTok appeared around 2019, focusing on young users
and their habits. In the notable study “Living in a Moment: Impact of TikTok on
Influencing Younger Generation into Micro-Fame” (2019), authors Sadia Riaz, Badriya
Abdul Jaffer, and Arif Mushtaq conducted qualitative analyses of parental comments on
app download platforms, as well as interviews with young TikTok users who had achieved
“micro-fame.” They concluded that TikTok enables young users to gain rapid micro-fame
through short videos but can also have negative effects on their physical and mental
health — such as distorted body image, increased narcissism, and the risk of eating
disorders.
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In a similar study, Kaye, Chen, and Zeng (2020) examined how TikTok influences young
people’s identities, showing that they often adapt to dominant trends, using the platform
for both self-promotion and self-censorship. In “Watch, Share or Create: The Influence
of Personality Traits and User Motivation on TikTok Mobile Video Usage” (2020),
Montagnese et al. (2021) and Omar & Dequan (2021) identified that TikTok use can cause
increased anxiety, depression, sleep problems, and pressure to participate in certain
trends.

The study “Using TikTok for Public and Youth Mental Health - A Systematic Review and
Content Analysis” (2022) highlights that although TikTok is the most-used platform for
children and young people, high-quality methodological assessments of its content are
lacking — which can endanger public and mental health.

More recent research, “Hyperconnected: Children and Adolescents on Social Media. The
TikTok Phenomenon” (2023), points out that TikTok posts generate large numbers of
likes, comments, and followers, which help users feel valued and accepted. This creates
a sense of satisfaction that fuels addictive behavior and a strong desire to repeat such
actions.

Another recent study, “Can’t Stop Scrolling! Adolescents’ Patterns of TikTok Use and
Digital Well-Being Self-Perception” (2024), examined TikTok usage patterns and levels of
digital well-being among Spanish adolescents aged 12-18. It found that adolescents often
lose control over their social media use, which negatively impacts their daily lives. The
study recommends limiting the time adolescents spend on TikTok, enforcing mandatory
parental controls on devices, implementing educational programs that promote healthy
digital habits, and supporting families in addressing the challenges of excessive TikTok
use.

Although TikTok enjoys explosive popularity, especially among young people, the
academic and professional community has not sufficiently explored the depth of its
psychological, social, and educational consequences. There is a significant gap in
understanding how the platform influences young people’s identities, self-perception,
emotional health, value systems, and interpersonal relationships. Some research focuses
on individual aspects, but comprehensive, long-term, and interdisciplinary analyses
covering the full impact of the platform are largely missing.

Due to the urgency, seriousness, and importance of this issue for young people’s daily
lives and development, there is a strong need to intensify systematic and critical
research efforts. Such efforts should aim to develop appropriate policies for media
education and digital literacy.
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Research Methodology

Purpose of the Research

This research aims to examine the role of media literacy in addressing the challenges
posed by the social network TikTok among young people. The study is based on a survey
questionnaire and interviews with students aged 10 to 15. The sample of students was
selected randomly.

A total of 310 students from 17 schools in 13 different municipalities across the country
took part in the research, sharing their experiences with using TikTok. The survey
contained 10 questions related to young people’s experiences on the platform: whether
and how often they use it, what types of content they typically follow, how they react
when encountering a TikTok challenge, the reasons they might accept such a challenge,
their past experiences with participating in TikTok challenges or seeing their peers
participate, what consequences they believe such participation might have, whether
they think their family and school can help them deal with these challenges, and what
kinds of educational content schools could provide to encourage safer use of social
networks.

The interviews focused on students’ experiences and situations related to TikTok use, as
well as strategies for dealing with these challenges.

Results

With technological advancements and the digital revolution, young people today are
increasingly present on social networks, using the online space for communication, self-
expression, information, and building personal and social identity. Through various
platforms such as TikTok, Facebook, Snapchat, YouTube, and others, they communicate,
get informed, follow trends, participate in challenges, and share personal experiences.
These platforms give young people a sense of belonging and the opportunity to connect
with people who share similar interests or views, regardless of geographical boundaries.

Social networks also influence the formation of their opinions, attitudes, and values, and
even their professional aspirations. In this way, social networks have become an essential
part of how young people live and communicate today. This is why it is very important
for them to be media literate, to act responsibly and ethically in the online space, and to
know how to respond appropriately to the challenges of social networks.

On TikTok, many challenges are widespread that can be harmful to young people,
affecting both their physical health and emotional well-being, as well as compromising
their privacy. These challenges quickly go viral and attract young people, leading to
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mass participation. Often, they are unaware of the risks and consequences of accepting
such challenges due to a lack of critical thinking.

For this reason, this study examines the reasons why young people participate in TikTok
challenges and their reactions, as well as their awareness of the consequences of such
participation. The paper also highlights the role of family and school as key in
developing media literacy competencies and critical thinking among young people,
which can significantly contribute to more responsible and safer use of social networks

and the internet in general.

This study involved 307 students from 17 schools in 13 different municipalities across the
country, aged 10 to 15 years.

7.5% were 10 years old
18.6% were 11 years old
20.2% were 12 years old
23.8% were 13 years old
21.2% were 14 years old
8.8% were 15 years old

Age distribution of participants
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On the first question, “Do you use the TikTok app?”, 80.5% of the students answered that
they use it, while 19.5% said they do not.

Do you use the TikTok app?

"

On the second question, “If your answer is YES, how often do you use it?”, the largest
number of students (34.1%) answered that they use it from 1 to 2 hours daily, followed by
26.6% who use it less than 1 hour daily, 25% who use it from 2 to 4 hours daily, 9.5% who
use it from 4 to 6 hours daily, 3.2% who use it from 6 to 8 hours daily, and 1.6% who use it
for more than 8 hours daily.

If YES, how often do you use TikTok? More than & hours dally

[

1-2 hours daily
—_

——{2-4 hours daily

Less than 1 hour daily
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On the third question, “What type of content do you most often follow on this app?”,
students could choose more than one answer. The largest share of students (55%) said
they follow mostly entertainment content, 49.2% follow sports content, 42.6% music
content, 26.4% fashion content, 19.8% educational content, and 24% answered “other.”
Under “other,” they mentioned health and beauty tips, following the daily routines of
popular influencers, and current events.

What type of content do you follow most on TikTok?

Entertainment 55%
Sports 49.2%

Music
Il Content type

Fashion

Educational

Other 24%

0 10 20 30 40 50
Percentage of respondents

On the fourth question, “What is your most common reaction when you encounter a
TikTok challenge?”, the largest share of respondents (53.8%) said they do not accept
TikTok challenges, 19.8% said they have not encountered a TikTok challenge, 17.6% rarely
accept, 5.1% think about the consequences but often accept, and 3.7% accept if the
challenge is interesting.

On the fifth question, “For what reasons would you accept a TikTok challenge?”, 41.6%
answered for fun, 18% out of curiosity, 2.6% to attract attention, 2.1% to participate in
trending events, and 42.1% for other reasons. The most common “other” reasons were:
influence from influencers participating in the challenge, desire for competition,
belonging to a group, boredom, and the need for excitement.

Reasons for accepting a TikTok challenge
Fun 41.6%
Curiosity 18%
Attract attention 2.6% Reason
Trending events 2.1%

Other 42.1%

0 10 20 30 40
Percentage of respondents
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On the sixth question, “Name some TikTok challenges you or your friends have
participated in,” most respondents said they had not participated in a TikTok challenge.
Among those who had personally participated or whose friends had, the most frequently
mentioned was the “Superman” challenge, followed by dance challenges, the Football
challenge, “Russian Push-up,” “Paracetamol Challenge,” “Sprite Challenge,” “Banana
Challenge,” “Stay Home or Go Out,” and the “Spiderman” challenge.

On the seventh question, “What consequences do you think participating in TikTok
challenges can have?”, students could select more than one answer. The largest share
(82.5%) mentioned physical injuries, followed by harm to mental health (50.2%), violation
of privacy (28.2%), and the smallest share (10%) said there are no consequences and that
it is just for fun.

Perceived consequences of TikTok challenges (Q7)

Physical injuries 82.5%

Mental health harm

Hm Consequence

Privacy violation

No consequences 10.0%

0 20 40 60 80
Percentage of respondents

On the eighth question, “Do you think that conversations with family members who have
media knowledge and skills can contribute to safer use of social networks?”, the majority
of respondents (94.5%) answered “yes,” while only 5.5% answered “no.”

Can talking with family members with media skills hel

fer use?
/@T
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On the ninth question, “Do you think that the school, through its educational content, can
contribute to safer use of social networks?”, 78.5% of respondents answered “yes” and
21.5% answered “no.”

Can school contribute to safer social media use?

/

/

Yes

On the tenth question, “In what ways do you think the school can provide better
education for young people on using social networks?”, students gave several
suggestions, including: discussions on the topic “Safe use of social networks,” providing
guidelines for using social networks for educational purposes, effective presentations on
ethical and responsible internet use with examples of the consequences of inappropriate
use, training for recognizing harmful influences of social media, more lessons with
experts (pedagogical and psychological services, IT programmers, etc.), continuous
media education during homeroom, forum theatre for specific situations of unethical
social media use, media literacy workshops, debates on the consequences of accepting
dangerous TikTok challenges, involvement of the school support staff and the Student
Parliament in preparing activities to prevent harmful consequences of social media use,
participation in educational projects related to media literacy, organizing educational
events on social media safety, introducing a subject on the use of social networks, digital
literacy classes, counseling to overcome problems that arise among social media users,
interviews with people who have suffered consequences from dangerous TikTok
challenges, educating parents about the risks of social media use and offering them
approaches for educating their children, workshops for students who are more actively
involved in TikTok challenges, increasing sports activities in schools, and banning phone
use during classes and breaks.

The findings show that TikTok is a dominant social platform for young people aged 10-
15, with a high rate of participation in challenges. While most challenges are harmless,
a notable percentage involve risky or dangerous behavior. Despite a general awareness
of potential harm, many young users still engage in such trends, driven by peer
influence, entertainment appeal, and lack of adequate guidance. The role of media
literacy is crucial here, students with stronger digital skills were more likely to avoid
dangerous challenges and recognize risks. However, the relatively low percentages in
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skills like adjusting privacy settings and identifying risky behavior point to the need for
targeted education. Both family and school have an important role, but current efforts
appear inconsistent, with nearly a quarter of young people receiving no guidance at all.
Strengthening both home-based conversations and school-based programs could
significantly improve safe TikTok use.

Discussion and Conclusions

In today’s digital society, social networks are a part of everyday life for young people,
serving as a means for them to get information, connect and communicate, follow trends,
take part in challenges, share personal views, and build their personal and social
identities. They can have positive effects on personal development, especially when used
consciously, in moderation, and with the support of family and the educational system.
The benefits include broad opportunities for socialization and peer connection,
exchanging opinions, experiences, interests, and ideas, gaining information and
education, developing creativity and digital skills. In this way, social networks represent
an important tool for personal development, learning, participation, and self-expression.

Alongside the many positive aspects of social networks, they can also have harmful
effects on the development of young people, especially when there is insufficient media
literacy, parental supervision, and critical self-awareness. The negative aspects include
creating an addiction to digital stimulation, reducing cognitive functions and shortening
attention spans, promoting unrealistic standards and self-perception issues,
cyberbullying, and participating in trends that often involve dangerous challenges.

From this research, we can conclude that a large number of young people aged 10 to 15
are active on TikTok and use it daily for several hours. According to the questionnaire
data, they most often follow entertainment content, sports, music, and fashion, while
using the platform least for educational content. TikTok continuously features
challenges that pose a threat to the healthy physical, psychological, and social
development of young people. Examples include challenges that require jumping from
heights, consuming inappropriate substances (such as paracetamol or carbonated
drinks in a short time), taking photos or creating short videos in dangerous conditions,
choking, and even inflicting pain on oneself or others.

Regarding these dangerous TikTok challenges, the largest percentage of respondents
stated that they do not participate in them or have never encountered such a challenge,
but some admitted they would accept them, especially if they seemed interesting. When
asked which challenges they or their friends had participated in, the most frequent
answer was the “Superman” challenge, which involves jumping with arms extended
forward, imitating Superman’s flight—often onto unsafe surfaces—resulting in physical
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injuries. Less frequently mentioned were the “Russian Push-up,” “Spiderman,” “Sprite
Challenge,” “Paracetamol Challenge,” “Football Challenge,” and “Banana Challenge.”

The reasons given for participating in such challenges include fun, curiosity, the need for
acceptance and attention, influence from popular personalities and influencers on the
platform, as well as fear of exclusion. These results indicate that young people need to
develop critical thinking and awareness about the consequences of engaging in activities
that are risky to their physical and mental health. Therefore, their development should
include competencies that integrate digital, emotional, and media literacy, such as:
distinguishing between safe and risky online content, understanding social media
algorithms, controlling impulses and peer pressure, recognizing personal feelings,
assessing the danger of a specific challenge and responding appropriately, and
understanding the consequences of sharing or promoting risky content.

According to respondents, the family has the greatest influence on developing the
competencies needed for safer use of social networks. Therefore, it is crucial for society
to develop mechanisms and policies to actively involve families in children’s digital
education. Based on the questionnaire responses, in addition to family, schools play a
significant role in acquiring media literacy that will improve young people’s safety when
using social networks.

According to the research results, young people aged 10 to 15 believe that schools should
introduce regular media literacy classes with a focus on safe social media use,
continuously hold media literacy workshops, host lectures by experts, organize media
education events, participate in projects related to media literacy, and engage in
counseling, debates, and similar activities to increase media education among youth.

All of this points to the need for the education system to systematically and continuously
invest efforts in developing students’ digital and media competencies by integrating
media literacy content into curricula, with a particular emphasis on safe social media
use. Finally, it is important to develop national education policies that give proper
significance to media and digital literacy in order to keep pace with modern educational
trends and meet the needs of young people, so they can navigate the digital world
consciously, responsibly, and safely.
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